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Abstract  
This chapter considers the debates around childhood obesity and focuses on UK public health 
campaigns, such as Change4Life, aimed at children and their parents. It aims to broaden the 
childhood obesity debate commonly discussed in the UK public health literature by using Childhood 
Studies to critique everyday assumptions that seem to be made about children in public health 
policy. The chapter consider views and perspectives of children, thereby challenging assumptions 
ƚŚĂƚĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĂƌĞ ‘ƉĂƐƐŝǀĞǀĞƐƐĞůƐ ?ƚŽďĞĨŝůůĞĚ ?suggesting instead that children play an active part in 
everyday family feeding practices. The family as a context for the negotiation of everyday food 
practices is explored and the dichotomous relationship of parent and child considered. Reflections 
are also offered on the fluidity and complexity of family structures and the importance that food 
plays within the context of everyday family life and how food provisioning impacts on 
intergenerational relationships within the family. The chapter finishes by exploring perceptions of 
 ‘ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ?Žƌ ‘ƌĞĂů ?ĨŽŽĚĂŶĚŝƚƐƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞĨŽƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ? While the health literature assumes 
that children are simply recipients of parental feeding, this chapter highlights research that shows 
that children also construct their own understandings about the healthiness of food and that they 
are active participants in negotiating family food practices. Through exploring studies situated within 
contemporary childhood and families research, the chapter affords a much more nuanced picture of 
ĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĨŽŽĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ƌŽůĞƐ ŝŶƚŚŽƐĞ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ƚŚĂŶ ŝƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ŝŶ
childhood obesity discourses.  
 
Keywords: children, parents, family practices, food, eating, health, obesity 
 
Introduction  
Family food practices have come under intense scrutiny in the context of popular debate and policy 
concern with high levels of childhood obesity in the majority and, increasingly, the minority world 
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(World Health Organisation (WHO), 2012). Globally, over 170 million children (aged less than 18 
years) are now estimated to be overweight (WHO, 2012, p. 13). Concern focuses on both the serious 
ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞƐ ĨŽƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛpresent-time physical and emotional health as well as forecasted 
increased morbidity (including diabetes, cardiovascular disease, cancers and osteoarthritis) and 
mortality as overweight and obese children become overweight and obese adults (Chinthapalli, 
2012).  The WHO proclaim that:  
Due to the rapid increases in obesity prevalence and the serious public health consequences, 
obesity is commonly considered one of the most serious public health challenges of the early 
21
st
 century (WHO, 2012, p.13) 
In the UK, the rapid expansion of food banks, testament to a growing number of families facing food 
insecurity and poverty, also places everyday food practices firmly in the spotlight. Taking a practice-
based approach (Warde, 2005) focusses attention on the routine and often mundane or taken-for-
granted nature of food in everyday life (Jackson, 2009; Punch, McIntosh and Emond, 2011).  It hones 
ŝŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ  ‘ƐŽĐŝĂů ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ ůŝŬĞ  ‘ƚŚĞ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ? ĂƌĞ ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚůĞƐƐ
repetition of routine activŝƚŝĞƐ ? ůŝŬĞ ĐŽŽŬŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ĞĂƚŝŶŐ (Jackson, 2009, p.5) and explores how 
everyday rituals around food overlap and interrelate with other aspects of social life including caring 
and health-relevant practices.  Within this, then, food is afforded not only nutritional but also 
symbolic value as it is recognised as  ‘ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐĂŶ ƐƚĂŶĚ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ ? ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ
ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ? ?WƵŶĐŚ ?DĐ/ŶƚŽƐŚĂŶĚŵŽŶĚ ? ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ?The ways in which both parents and children 
understand, influence, contribute to and participate in family food negotiations, in the ebb and flow 
of everyday life, take centre stage.  
This chapter begins by discussing how parents and children have been positioned in childhood 
obesity discourses within both the research and policy context. Though the chapter focuses on the 
UK context, parallels may be drawn with the public health landscape elsewhere and, in particular, 
with ŽƚŚĞƌĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇŝŶŝƚŝĂƚŝǀĞƐƐƵĐŚĂƐƚŚĞ ‘'ŽĨŽƌ ?ĂŶĚ ? ?ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶŝŶƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂĂŶĚƚŚĞ ‘>Ğƚ ?Ɛ
DŽǀĞ ?ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶŝŶƚŚĞh^amongst others. Following this, contrasting understandings, drawing on 
ƚŚĞ ^ŽĐŝĂů ^ƚƵĚŝĞƐ ŽĨ ŚŝůĚŚŽŽĚ ? ĂƌĞ ŽƵƚůŝŶĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƌĞůĞǀĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ŚĞĂůƚŚ-relevant 
practices, including food, are explored.  Children are then considered in the context of families with 
an emphasis on the everyday interactions that make up family life. The next section explores the 
ways in which these insights from the social science literature have helped to produce a more 
nuanced picture of the complexity of everyday family food practices than that which is seen in 
contemporary childhood obesity discourses. ŽƚŚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ? ĂŶĚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ
everyday family food practices are considered and competing explanations for different levels of 
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participation by children within family food negotiations explored.  The importance of food as a 
means of building and maintaining important relationships is also explored through recent studies 
focussing on children within families and children living in residential homes. In this way, food 
becomes an important resource for demonstrating love and care. However, the way in which food 
can become both a source of tension and a means of asserting control is also highlighted. This is 
considered particularly in relation to tensions between parents and grandparents regarding the 
ƐƵŝƚĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĨŽŽĚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ƚŽ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ? EŽƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ  ‘ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ? ĨŽŽĚ ĂƌĞdiscussed and the chapter 
demonstrates that it is not just parents who are aware of and engage with these notions but 
children too. Indeed, ƚŚĞ ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ healthiness of 
different foods as well as their sophisticated understanding of how financial resources may relate to 
opportunities to eat healthily. In this way, the chapter does not provide an exhaustive review of 
literature concerning families and food but rather reviews a selected body of literature, informed by 
insights from the social science, which helps to unpick and create a more nuanced understanding of 
everyday family food practices.  
 
Family Food in the Spotlight  
 
Despite evidence that both adults and children fail to meet current nutritional guidelines, it is 
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĚŝĞƚƐwhich have come under the closest scrutiny and indeed received the most criticism. 
Curtis, James & Ellis (2011 ? ŶĞĂƚůǇ ƐƵŵŵĂƌŝƐĞ ƚŚĞ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ P  ‘ƌŝƚŝĐŝƐŵƐ ŽĨ ƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĐŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ĞĂƚŝŶŐ
practices are so widespread as to be commonplace, almost every-ĚĂǇŽĐĐƵƌƌĞŶĐĞƐ ?  ?Ɖ ? ? ? ?. Further, 
they highlight the inconsistency and incongruity of contemporary childhood obesity discourses 
which ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ĂƐ ĂĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ƌĞũĞĐƚŝŶŐ  ‘ƐĞŶƐŝďůĞ ? ĞĂƚŝŶŐ ĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ǁŚŝůƐƚ ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ
ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇŝŶŐƚŚĞŵĂƐƉĂƐƐŝǀĞ ‘ǀŝĐƚŝŵƐŽĨŝƌƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞƉĂƌĞŶƚŝŶŐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ? ?2011, p.65).   
 
In support of the idea that children actively reject sensible eating choices, numerous studies have 
ĚƌĂǁŶ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ĨŽƌ ƵŶŚĞĂůƚŚǇ ? ƐŽĐŝĂůůǇ ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ ĨŽŽĚ (Warren et al., 
2008). ŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ŵŝƐĐŚŝĞǀŽƵƐ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ ĨŽƌ ŐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ǁĂǇ ? ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ ƉĞƐƚĞƌŝŶŐ  ?DĂƌƚĞŶƐ, 
Southerton & Scott, 2004) are all emphasised in the obesity literature. The task of proving healthy 
food and encouraging children to eat healthily is thus portrayed as a significant challenge for parents 
particularly in the context of contemporary debates surrounding the notion ŽĨ  ‘ŐŽŽĚ ? ƉĂƌĞŶƚŝŶŐ. 
Stewart et al. (2006) suggest that, on the one hand, good parenting is increasingly associated with 
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ŽĨĨĞƌŝŶŐ  ‘ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ? ĂƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ ĂŶĚ ĐŚŽŝĐĞ ĨŽƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?  ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ?  /Ŷ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽfamily food 
practices, this would equate to increasing choice and ensuring that mealtimes are enjoyable as well 
as functional. However, research shows that children who are offered extensive food choices are 
less likely to adhere to recommended nutritional intakes (DIUS, 2005), which goes against this idea.  
On the other hand, parental strategies such as offering food-based rewards for carrying out certain 
activities or chores (like tidying a bedroom) or for eating certain foods (like cake for cabbage) have 
also been shown to have negative consequences. SƵĐŚ ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĞƐ ŵĂǇ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ
preference for the food used as a reward while simultaneously decreasing their preference for the 
other food (Hursti, 1999).  In this way, achieving the right balance of control and choice in the family 
food environment is portrayed as highly problematic.  
 
WĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůĨŽŽĚďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĞƐand behaviours and their social backgrounds are also implicated 
in the childhood obesity debate.  Curtis et al. (2011a) highlight that parental behaviour has 
consistently been identified as having the greatest influence on children's eating practices. However, 
Curtis et al. (2011a) also emphasise that since it is women who generally take on primary 
responsibility for family food provision (James et al., 2009), it is women who are viewed as having 
the most significant influence on the development of children's eating habits and the creation of 
family food environments (Hood et al., 2000).  
 
Parents, particularly mothers, are perceived as important role models for their chilĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĚĞǀĞůŽƉŝŶŐ
preferences, practices and weight status (Hood et al., 2000). Indeed, research demonstrates that an 
increase in the availability of fruit and vegetables in the home only translates to children eating 
more fruit and vegetables when parents also eat these foods in the home environment (van der 
Horst et al., 2007). Parents, therefore, are portrayed as key players in terms of provision, regulation 
ĂŶĚŵŽĚĞůůŝŶŐĂŶĚƚŚŝƐŝƐĐůĞĂƌůǇƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚŝŶƚŚĞh< ?Ɛ ? ?ŵŝůůŝŽŶŚĂŶŐĞ ?>ŝĨĞĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ ?ůĂƵŶĐŚĞd in 
January 2009. Honing in on the Change4Life campaign offers a pertinent case study for reflecting 
upon how family food practices figure in the contemporary obesity discourses.  
 
The Change4Life campaign's overarching ĂŝŵŝƐƚŽ ‘ƌĞĚƵĐĞƚŚĞƉĞƌĐĞŶƚĂŐĞŽĨ obese children to 2000 
ůĞǀĞůƐďǇ ? ? ? ? ? ?, ? ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ?ǁŝƚŚŝƚƐƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐĞǀĂůƵĂƚĞĚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚƚŚĞEational Child Measurement 
Programme, delivered through schools ? dŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ?Ɛ ƚŚƌĞĞ ŬĞǇ ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ĂƌĞ  ‘ƚŽ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ
target groups to:  
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1. Be aware of the risk of accumulating dangerous levels of fat in their bodies and 
understand the health risks associated with this condition  
2. Reduce overall calorie intake and develop healthier eating habits. In particular by:  
x Cutting down on foods and drinks high in added sugar 
x Cutting down on foods high in fat, particularly saturated fat 
x Reducing frequency of snacking in favour of regular balanced meals 
x Eating more fruit and vegetables (increase 5-a-day habit)  
3. Increase exercise by engaging in regular physical activity, with particular emphasis 
 ‘on parent/child activities and by avoiding prolonged periods of inactivity or 
ƐĞĚĞŶƚĂƌǇďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ? ? (DH, 2008a, p.3) 
dŚĞ ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ  ‘ůŽŶŐ ƚĞƌŵ ƉƌĞǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ ? ĂŶĚ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ƚŚĞ  ‘ĐŽŶǀĞǇŽƌ ďĞůƚ ? ŽĨ ĞǆĐĞƐƐ
weight in childhood leading to adult overweight or obesity is provided as justification for directing 
ƚŚĞŝƌĞĨĨŽƌƚƐƚŽǁĂƌĚƐĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ  ?, ? ? ? ? ?Ă ? ?dŚĞĐĞŶƚƌĂůŵĞƐƐĂŐĞŽĨƚŚĞĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ ŝƐ  ‘ĞĂƚǁĞůů ?ŵŽǀĞ
ŵŽƌĞĂŶĚůŝǀĞůŽŶŐĞƌ ? ?dŚĞŵĂƌŬĞƚŝŶŐĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐĞŵƉůŽǇĞĚĂŝŵƚŽ ‘ĚƌŝǀĞ ?ĐŽĂǆ ?ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞĂŶĚƐƵƉƉŽƌƚ ?
ƉĞŽƉůĞƚŽĚŽƚŚŝƐ ?, ? ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ?ďǇŝŶƐƉŝƌŝŶŐ ‘ĂƐŽĐŝĞƚĂůŵ ǀĞŵĞŶƚƚŚƌŽƵŐŚǁŚŝĐŚŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ?ƚŚĞ
NHS, local authorities, businesses, charities, schools, families and community leaders' can all help to 
improve children's diets and physical activity levels (DH and DCSF, 2010, p.7). 
Curtis et al. ?Ɛ (2011a) critique of the simultaneous framing of children as both active agents and 
passive vessels in current obesity discourses is certainly evident in the Change4life literature. 
ůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ ?Ɛ ĚĞĐůĂƌĞĚ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŝƐ ŽŶ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ? ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ĂƌĞ ĚĞĞŵĞĚ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ ĨŽƌ
 ‘ŝŶƐƚŝŐĂƚŝŶŐŚĞĂůƚŚŝĞƌďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌƐĂŵŽŶŐƐƚ ƚŚĞŝƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶƚŚĂƚǁŝůů ƐĞƌǀĞƚŚĞŵǁĞůůĂƐ ƚŚĞǇŐƌŽǁƵƉ ?
(DH, 2008a). Parents are thus ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂů ĨŽĐƵƐ ? Ă ƉŽŝŶƚ ŵĂĚĞ ĞǆƉůŝĐŝƚ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƐƚĂƚĞŵĞŶƚ P  ‘ǁĞ ĂƌĞ
particularly targeting parents with younger children (0-11) and those who are pregnant or 
ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƉƌĞŐŶĂŶƚ ?  ?,  ? ? ? ?Ă ? ?Children are portrayed as passively copying those 
around them and soaking up health information like sponges ? dŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŶŽ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ƚŽ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ
ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƉĞŽƉůĞ ?ƐďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌƐŽƌ ŝŶĚĞĞĚŚŽǁĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶŵĂǇƚĂŬĞĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ ?ǁŚŝĐŚĂƌĞ
different from those around them. TŚĞƉŚƌĂƐĞ ‘,ĞƌĞĂƌĞĂĐŽƵƉůĞŽĨƚŝƉƐĨŽƌŐĞƚƚŝŶŐƐŽŵĞ ?ĨƌƵŝƚand 
ǀĞŐĞƚĂďůĞƐ ?ŝŶƚŽƚŚĞŵ ? ?, ? ? ? ? ?, p.4), for example, has connotations of feeding a baby or coercing a 
toddler. In this framing, children are impassive objects to be fed not active beings that can opt for or 
even enjoy eating fruit and vegetables.  
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/ŶƚŚĞĨĞǁŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞƐǁŚĞƌĞĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂĐƚŝǀĞƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶŝŶĨĂŵŝůǇĨŽŽĚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐŝƐŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ ?ƚŚŝƐ
is largely limited to negative health behaviours. In the same leaflet, for example, the ǁĂƌŶŝŶŐ ‘ŽŶ ?ƚ
ůĞƚƚŚĞŵƐŬŝƉďƌĞĂŬĨĂƐƚ ?ŝŵƉůŝĞƐƚŚĂƚ ?ůĞĨƚƚŽƚŚĞŝƌŽǁŶĚĞǀŝĐĞƐ ?ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶǁŽƵůĚƚĂŬĞƚŚĞŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ
to miss a meal and subvert parental control. This is perhaps also motivated by a desire to divert 
blame away from parents and to avoid disengaging (or disgruntling) those parents who are seen to 
be reluctant to engage with public health messages and professional advice. In this instance, 
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ĂŐĞŶĐǇ ŝƐ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐĞĚ ĂŶĚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ĂƌĞ ƉŽƌƚƌĂǇĞĚ ĂƐ ĂĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐ  ?Žƌ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ĂĐƚŝǀĞůǇ
trying to shape) their own diet albeit in an undesirable way.  
A more nuanced approach, however, is ĞǀŝĚĞŶƚŝŶƚŚĞĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ ?ƐƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƚŝŽŶƚŚĂƚƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ‘ŚĂǀĞƚŽ
work with their kids, not against ƚŚĞŵ ?ŝŶƚŚĞWƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞƐĂŶĚ'ƵŝĚĞůŝŶĞƐĨŽƌƚŚĞ'ŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚĂŶĚE,^
(DH, 2008a, emphasis added). The importance attached to working with children is also reflected in 
ƚŚĞ Ăŝŵ ƚŽŵĂŬĞĂůů ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ ƚǇƉŽŐƌĂƉŚǇ ? ůŽŐŽƐĂŶĚ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ  ‘ĐŚŝůĚ ĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇ ?ĂŶĚĂŶĂůƉŚĂďĞƚŽĨ
active cartoon characters is used for the logo, with bright colŽƵƌƐ ĂŶĚ  ‘ƐŶĂƉƉǇ ? ĂŶĚ  ‘ŵĞŵŽƌĂďůĞ ?
ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ?&ŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ?  ‘ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĞĂƚŝŶŐƚŽƚŚĞŝƌĂƉƉĞƚŝƚĞ ?ǀŝĂĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞĐŽŶƚƌŽůŽĨƐĞƌǀŝŶŐƐŝǌĞ ? ŝƐ
ƌĞƉŚƌĂƐĞĚĂƐ ‘ŵĞƐŝǌĞŵĞĂůƐ ? ?DH, 2008a ? ?KƚŚĞƌƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŽŶĂůŵĂƚĞƌŝĂůƐƵĐŚĂƐƚŚĞ ‘dŝŵĞĨŽƌŚĂŶŐĞ ?
poster seems designeĚƚŽĂƉƉĞĂůƚŽďŽƚŚĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĂŶĚƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ĂƚĐŚǇƉŚƌĂƐĞƐƐƵĐŚĂƐ ‘'ŝǀĞƉĞĂƐĂ
ĐŚĂŶĐĞ ? ?ĂŶĚ  ‘/ƚ ?Ɛ ũƵƐƚŵŝŶĚŽǀĞƌďĂƚƚĞƌ ? ?ǁŝƚŚĂŵƵƐŝŶŐĐĂƌƚŽŽŶƐĐŽƵůĚƐƚŝŵƵůĂƚĞĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ
ďƵƚƚŚĞĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶƐǁŝƚŚ ‘'ŝǀĞƉĞĂĐĞĂĐŚĂŶĐĞ ?ĂŶĚ ‘/ƚ ?ƐũƵƐƚŵŝŶĚŽǀĞƌŵĂƚƚĞƌ ?may be more for the 
benefit of parents (DH, 2008b).  
 
dŚĞŚĂŶŐĞ ?>ŝĨĞůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞĂůƐŽŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞƐ ‘Ăƚ-ƌŝƐŬ ?ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ? ‘ĐůƵƐƚĞƌƐŽĨĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐǁŚŽĂƌĞŵŽƐƚĂƚƌŝƐŬ
ŽĨďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐŽǀĞƌǁĞŝŐŚƚ ? ?, ? ? ? ? ?Ă ?Ɖ ? ? ? ?ƉƌĞĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚůǇƚŚŽƐĞĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐůŝǀŝŶŐŽŶĂůŽǁŝŶĐŽŵĞ ?,
and DCSF, 2010, p.13). So these families, identified in preliminary research for the campaign, are 
 ‘ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇƚŚŽƐĞǁŝƚŚůŽǁƐŽĐŝŽ-economic status, (for whom) concerns about a poor diet and low 
ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚǇůĞǀĞůƐǁĞƌĞŶŽƚĂŚŝŐŚƉƌŝŽƌŝƚǇ ? ?, ? ? ? ? ?Đ ?Ɖ  ? ? ? ? In sharp contrast, the only healthy cluster 
identiĨŝĞĚ ŝƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĂƐ  ‘ĂĨĨůƵĞŶƚ ? ŽůĚĞƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?  ?, ĂŶĚ ^& ?  ? ? ? ? ? Ɖ ? ? ? ? ǁŚŽ  ‘ƚĂŬĞ ĨŽŽĚvery 
ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐůǇ ?dŚĞǇĂƌĞŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚŝŶŽƌŐĂŶŝĐ ?ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚĂůůǇĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇĂŶĚ&ĂŝƌƚƌĂĚĞƉƌŽĚƵĐƚƐ ? ?, ? ? ? ? ?
p.49). Colls and Evans (2010) emphasise the classed overtones in this description but also highlight 
ƚŚĞ, ?ƐĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞĚĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐƚŚĂƚ  ‘ŚĞĂůƚŚ ŝƐƚŝĞĚƚŽƚŚĞŶŽƚŝŽŶŽĨŵŝĚĚůĞĐůĂƐƐ ůŝĨĞƐƚǇůĞƐ ? ?,ĂŶĚ
DCSF, 2008, p.12). Thus family food practices are portrayed as being inextricably linked to 
socioeconomic position or social class.  
 
7 
 
Fairbrother et al.  ? ? ? ? ? ?ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐĂǁĞĂůƚŚŽĨ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐƚŚĂƚ  ‘people in 
lower socioeconomic groups have less healthy diets in terms of fruit, vegetable and fat intake ?
(p.528). Despite evidence that structural factors like cost, accessibility and availability of foods are 
key to this inequality, however, public health policy has tended to depict eating healthily as a 
lifestyle choice and has focussed on improving knowledge and awareness of the benefits of eating 
healthily (Attree, 2006). The recent exponential rise in the number of food banks in the UK (Lambie-
Mumford et al., 2014), also attests to the reality of food insecurity and food poverty for many 
households. Lambie-Mumford et al. (2014) argue that food bank usage represents just the tip of the 
iceberg in relation to food insecurity as they highlight ƚŚĂƚƚƵƌŶŝŶŐƚŽĨŽŽĚĂŝĚ ŝƐĂ  ‘ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇŽĨ ůĂƐƚ
ƌĞƐŽƌƚ ?ǁŚĞŶĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐŚĂǀĞĞǆŚĂƵƐƚĞĚĂůůŽƚŚĞƌĂǀĞŶƵĞƐ ůŝŬĞ  ‘ĐƵƚƚŝŶŐďĂĐŬĂŶĚĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐĞĂƚŝŶŐĂŶĚ
shopping hĂďŝƚƐ ? ũƵŐŐůŝŶŐďƵĚŐĞƚƐ ? ƚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĂŶĚ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? Whilst a number of studies 
ŚĂǀĞ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞĚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ? ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ũƵŐŐůĞ ĨŽŽĚ ďƵĚŐĞƚƐ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ĞŶĚƐ ŵĞĞƚ, until 
ƌĞĐĞŶƚůǇ ? ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĨŝŶĂnces and family food 
practices have been neglected. This contrasts with a growing body of research which emphasises 
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂĐƚŝǀĞƌŽůĞŝŶŵĂŬŝŶŐƐĞŶƐĞŽĨĂŶĚƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŶŐŝŶƚŚĞŝƌĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇůŝǀĞƐ (Corsaro, 2003).  
 
Positioning Children 
Adults are recognised as having greater power than children (Matthews, 2007). Children are subject 
to separate laws and a separate United Nations convention of rights, they lack certain civil and 
political rights, they are considered dependents within the family and their needs rather than their 
rights are emphasised in social policy. As such, children have traditionally been viewed as objects or 
 ‘ƐŽĐŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂůƉƌŽũĞĐƚƐ ?(Christensen, 2004; Mayall, 1998) or portrayed as empty vessels waiting to be 
filled with knowledge from and by adults. It was hence seen as an adult responsibility to socialise 
children and to teach them to be culturally aware (Parsons, 1956). It is this assumed unawareness of 
children that placed children in a secondary and disadvantaged category where they were seen as 
lacking in the necessary rationality to make sense of the world (Piaget, 1955).  
The Social Studies of Childhood considers children as actively constructing their own lives. 
Recognition of children as social actors requires and validates researching children in their own right 
and Ă ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ ďŽĚǇ ŽĨ ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ  ‘ĞǆƉůŽƌĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ŵĂŬĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ǁŽƌůĚƐ ? ĂŶĚ
 ‘ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞƐ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ĂĐƚŝǀĞůǇ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚ ƚŚĞŵ ?  ?Matthews, 2007 p.324). Research 
ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐŝŶŐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ĂƐ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĂĐƚŽƌƐprovide evidence for children participating in and 
8 
 
creating their own peer cultures (Corsaro, 2003) but also how they participate in social life more 
broadly (Buckingham, 2000). These studies show that children are not merely passive recipients of 
socialisation but active and reflective. In relation to health research, however, aĚƵůƚ Žƌ  ‘ĂĚƵůƚŝƐƚ ?
perspectives have dominated research agendas with three main consequences (Christensen, 2004). 
First, there has been an emphasis on the role of adults to the exclusion of other multiple factors 
which may be important in shaping child health. Second, renewed interest in the lifecourse 
perspective has led to an epidemiological concern with child health solely as a predictor of 
population health. Third, there has been a focus on objective measures of child health and a neglect 
of the underlyŝŶŐƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐĂŶĚĐŽŵƉůĞǆŝƚŝĞƐ ?ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŽǁŶĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶƐƚŽƚŚĞŝƌŚĞĂůƚŚ ?  
Children's narratives demonstrate that child-adult relationships and adults' understandings of 
childhood and children are key 'structuring features' of their everyday lives. Further, different 
settings, such as the school and the home, offer different oppoƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐĨŽƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂŐĞŶĐǇ ? In the 
field of health research, this is hardly considered. Mayall (1998), however, found that at home child-
adult relationships were flexible and contingent but at school, adult ideas of childhood and children 
were more rigidly defined and upheld, which allowed children less space to exercise their own 
agency.  It is important to consider differences in the lived experiences of children at different stages 
of childhood. For instance, although Mayall (1998) argues that that primary school aged children had 
more opportunities to look after their own health within the home, James, Curtis & Ellis (2009) 
found that secondary school aged children were able to exercise greater control over their food 
choices in school, where food choices were more easily edited and selected. Of course these choices 
are also constrained by what food is offered and how much money children have; in addition to the 
different stages of childhood, James and Prout (1997) strongly critiqued the tendency to homogenise 
children. Instead they emphasised the heterogeneity of contemporary childhoods both within 
society and also within the different settings in which children carry out their everyday lives 
(Matthews, 2007). The importance of looking at different settings in which children carry out their 
ůŝǀĞƐ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚĞĚ ďǇ DĂǇĂůů ?Ɛ(1998) study, which showed how the home and school 
ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚĞĚŝŶƚĞƌŵƐŽĨĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂŐĞŶĐǇǁŝƚŚŝŶƚŚĞŵ ? 
 
Since adults have significant power over children, children's agency in everyday life is therefore 
enabled, constrained and expressed very much through their relationships with key adults. Hence, 
framing children as active participants is not without its risks. By asking children to pledge to change 
ƚŚĞŝƌĚŝĞƚ  ?,ĂŶĚ^& ?  ? ? ? ? ? ? ĨŽƌĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ? ƚŚĞŚĂŶŐĞ ?>ŝĨĞ ĐĂŵƉĂŝŐŶ ƌŝƐŬƐŶĞŐůĞĐƚŝŶŐĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ
context and opportunities for physical activity and access to more healthy foods as defined in the 
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campaign. In this way, while the new paradigm can help those involved in public health policy to 
ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůĂŐĞŶĐǇŝŶŵĂŬŝŶŐ ‘ŚĞĂůƚŚǇĐŚŽŝĐĞƐ ? ?ŝƚŵƵƐƚĂůƐŽĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƐĞ
choices are constrained or restricted by differential access to resources or indeed different 
opportunities to exert their agency, depending upon their relationships with parents or carers.  
 
Doing Family 
dŚĞ ĞŵƉŚĂƐŝƐ ŽŶ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ, particularly familial relationships, has important 
ŝŵƉůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ŚĞĂůƚŚ ĂŶĚ ǁĞůůďĞŝŶŐ ?Morgan's (1996) 
notion of 'family practices' has been particularly influential in helping to move away from a fixed 
idea of 'the family' towards describing families in terms of what goes on within and what is worked 
out through the interactions of family members. Morgan (2011) identifies five key features of the 
family practices approach. Firstly, the notion of family practices conveys 'a sense of the active' (p.6). 
The focus is on how individuals go about 'doing' family rather than the more passive idea of 'being' 
family. Second and related to this is the idea of the 'everyday' (p.6). The taken-for-granted activities 
of daily living and the life-events which figure in the lifecourse of the majority of the population are 
the very essence of the everyday process of 'doing' family. Morgan's third emphasis is on 'fluidity' 
(p.7). Who counts as family and what counts as family practices may change depending upon the 
circumstance and who asks the question. This marks a significant shift away from the idea of a static 
and bound family unit. Fourthly, history and biography are also implicated. Morgan emphasises that 
family practices may be influenced by contemporary legal, economic and cultural constraints and 
ideas; they do not start from a blank slate. Finally, and this point is only emphasised in Morgan's 
updated work, Rethinking Family Practices (2011), the notion of family practices carries with it a 
sense of reflexivity. This is both on the part of the researcher (how the researcher shapes what they 
are observing) and also the research participant (how they reflect on their participation in 'doing' 
family).  
This emphasis on 'doing family' rather than 'being' family provides a way into understanding the 
diversity of contemporary family groupings and the different ways in which families may change 
over the lifecourse. Smart, Neale & Wade (2001) highlight how increased geographical mobility and 
migration, divorce, separation and re-partnering mean that the idea of a singular and static family is 
no longer possible and children and parents may spend their time in several different households. 
Silva and Smart (1999) warn, however, that although family practices are changing, particularly 
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viewed in terms of a person's lifecourse, the actual amount of change within and across families has 
often been exaggerated in popular and policy discourse. They refute the idea promulgated in the 
individualisation thesis (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) that family ties are being weakened and 
assert that families still play a crucial part in 'the intimate life of and connections between 
individuals' (p.5). Williams (2004) supports this and argues that families still matter to people. She 
asserts that social changes, rather than weakening family links, mean that individuals must become 
 ‘ĞŶĞƌŐĞƚŝĐŵŽƌĂůĂĐƚŽƌƐ ?ĞŵďĞĚĚĞĚŝŶǁĞďƐŽĨǀĂůƵĞĚƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ?ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐƚŽƐƵƐƚĂŝŶƚŚĞ
ĐŽŵŵŝƚŵĞŶƚƐƚŚĂƚŵĂƚƚĞƌƚŽƚŚĞŵ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ?dŚŝƐĨŽĐƵƐ on the active, purposeful participation of family 
members within and potentially across different households, rather than a focus on biological 
ƌĞůĂƚĞĚŶĞƐƐ Žƌ ŵĂƌƌŝĂŐĞ ƚŝĞƐ ?ŵĂŬĞƐŵŽƐƚ ƐĞŶƐĞǁŚĞŶ ǁĞ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ĂƐ  ‘ĚŽŝŶŐ ? ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ
 ‘ďĞŝŶŐ ? ?Silva and Smart (1999) summarise this neatly:  
In this context of fluid and changing definitions of families, a basic core 
remains which refers to the sharing of resources, caring, responsibilities and 
obligations. What a family is appears to be intrinsically related to what it does 
(p.6) 
 
Morgan's (1996) notion of a 'doing' family also resonates with the ways in which children make 
sense of and define families. Morrow (1998), for example, found that children had an 'accepting, 
inclusive' understanding of family and who counted as family members. Children's views of family 
life included a diversity of family practices and structures and did not focus on blood ties or the 
nuclear norm (p.vi). For children, regardless of their gender, ethnic background and location, the key 
characteristics of family were love, care, mutual respect and support: they focused on 'what families 
do for children in terms of provision of material and emotional support' (Morrow, 1998, p.28). This 
coheres with other studies which have found that children focus on the quality of relationships 
(Brannen, Heptinstall & Bhopal, 2000; Smart et al., 2001). O'Brien, Alldred & Jones (1996), for 
example, note that children who perceived that their absent fathers no longer provided adequate 
love or care were likely to exclude them from their definition of who counted as family. Mason and 
Tipper (2008, p.441) point to other studies which have shown that children and young people are 
reflective and creative in how they define family and how they view family membership, which may 
include members of their household, pets, a variety of relatives (both living and dead) and, 
sometimes, those living in different households (Brannen et al., 2000; Morrow, 1998; O'Brien et al., 
1996). That children feel able to negotiate and redefine who counts as family arguably reflects a 
socio-legal and cultural context where their ideas and perspectives are welcomed albeit to different 
extents and it is recognised that these ideas and perspectives may be different to those of adults 
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(Mason and Tipper, 2008, p.457). This coheres with Alanen's (2001) understanding of generations at 
a micro and macro level.  
The focus on fluidity in terms of what actually counts as family practices (as well as who counts as 
family) is also particularly relevant for health research. Christensen (2004) ŶŽƚĞƐ P  ‘,ĞĂůƚŚƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ
are woven into the everyday life of families as they try and estaďůŝƐŚƐƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďůĞƌŽƵƚŝŶĞƐ ?  ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ?
This echoes Morgan's point that family practices may overlap with other practices like class and 
gendered practices. Health practices might also be included here too. Indeed, Morgan talks about 
using 'family' as an adjective rather than a noun, one lens among many by which to 'describe and 
explore a set of social activities' (p.5). He also highlights that the way in which practices are defined 
depends upon both the perspective of the participant and that of the researcher. The key to defining 
practices as family practices is the understanding that the practice is carried out with reference to 
another family member. However, the argument is circular since family members will be defined as 
such because practices are directed towards them. James et al. (2009) neatly articulate this 
reciprocal, relational nature of Morgan's notion of family practices:   
A view that envisages family as an ongoing and dynamic set of social 
relationships that are actively 'lived', rather than as a set of roles that are 
simply inhabited. (p.36) 
James et al. (2009) draw on Morgan's notion of family practices, and assert that families are 
nevertheless 'constituted structurally in terms of the relational identities of parents and children' 
(p.37). Similarly, Smart et al. (2001) successfully argue that within this new formulation children can 
be 'actively engaged in negotiating their own family practices' and reflective about their role in this 
(p.18). In other words, a family practices approach in which the emphasis is on how family members 
connect with and commit to each other, opens up the possibility of children actively participating in, 
contributing to and influencing family life including health practices. In this respect, Alanen's (2001) 
concept of generation, aids focus on the relational nature of childhood and how the power 
differentials between adults and children are played out in everyday family life. She argues that  ‘ƚŚĞ
two generational categories of children and adults are recurrently produced... through relations of 
connection, and interaction, of interdeƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ ? ?Alanen, 2001, p. 21). This contrasts sharply with 
more simplistic notions of children as dependent upon their parents, which is often implied in 
contemporary child health debates. 
James et al. (2009) also draw on the work of Zeiher (2001) who, in her study of the division of 
domestic labour in German families, characterises children's relationships with family members as 
12 
 
simultaneously 'dependent, independent and interdependent' (p.37).  For Zeiher, how children are 
positioned (or how they position themselves) within their families is fundamental to the everyday 
process of 'doing' family. She also points to how wider societal trends have influenced children's 
positioning within and participation in the day to day process of doing family. On the one hand, 
children have increasingly been viewed as autonomous social actors but, on the other, the expansion 
of compulsory education means that they are now socially and economically dependent upon their 
parents for longer. She argues that these trends have resulted in three different patterns of family 
interaction and, with these, the production of different child identities. In some families, childhood is 
viewed as a project and every opportunity must be seized to further children's development and 
education. Although to some extent scaffolded by their parents, these children's engagement in 
leisure and extra-curricular activities provides a space for them to establish their identities beyond 
the family context. In other families, parents' care and constant presence extends to all areas of 
children's lives, leaving them little space in which to carve out identities beyond the family. A final 
pattern sees children taking on domestic responsibilities within the family, which Zeiher views as 
helping to foster a more 'egalitarian, interdependent relationship' with their parents (James et al., 
2009, p.38). James et al. (2009) highlight that both Alanen and Zeiher's work demonstrates that 
different family practices, informed by different understandings (among parents and children) of 
what it is to be a child may promote or limit the extent to which children participate in the 'making 
and doing of family' (p.38).  
Morrow (1998) found strong variation in how much children felt that they were listened to within 
families and some children were acutely aware of the potentially problematic nature of decision 
making within families (p.vii). In a similar vein, Rigg and Pryor (2007), in their study with 9 to 13 year 
old children in New Zealand, found that children were 'willing and able to articulate themselves' 
within the family context but this did not necessarily translate into a desire to take on decision-
making responsibilities. Children made a clear distinction between participation and responsibility. 
Again this complicates the simple dichotomising of the parent child relationship in health messages 
which position the child as being wholly dependent or, conversely, entirely responsible for their own 
eating practices.  
&ŝŶĐŚ ?Ɛ  ? ? ? ? ? ? ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ  ‘ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĚŝƐƉůĂǇ ? ĂůƐŽ ŚĞůƉƐ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ĂďŽƵƚ  ‘ĚŽŝŶŐ ? ŽŶĞ ƐƚĞƉ
ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ?ƵŝůĚŝŶŐƵƉŽŶDŽƌŐĂŶ ?ƐĨĂŵŝůǇƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ?&ŝŶĐŚĂƌŐƵĞƐƚŚĂƚ P 
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Display is the process by which individuals and groups of individuals, convey to each other 
ĂŶĚƚŽƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚĂƵĚŝĞŶĐĞƐƚŚĂƚĐĞƌƚĂŝŶŽĨƚŚĞŝƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐĚŽĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚĞ ‘ĚŽŝŶŐĨĂŵŝůǇƚŚŝŶŐƐ ?ĂŶĚ
ƚŚĞƌĞďǇĐŽŶĨŝƌŵƚŚĂƚƚŚĞƐĞƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐĂƌĞ ‘ĨĂŵŝůǇ ?ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ?&ŝŶĐŚ ? ? ? ? ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ?
James and Curtis (2010), drawing upon their study exploring child-adult relations through the lens of 
ĨŽŽĚ ?ĂƌŐƵĞƚŚĂƚďŽƚŚĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂŶĚƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ŶĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞƐŽĨ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ůŝĨĞĂŶĚĞĂƚŝŶŐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐǁŽƌŬĂƐ
tools of family display. They provide, for example, a revealing pen portrait of Sheila, a mother who is 
Ăƚ ƉĂŝŶƐ ƚŽ ĚŝƐƉůĂǇ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ?Ɛ ŚĞĂůƚŚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ďǇ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŽĨ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ
family eating in close proximity at an eat-as-much-as-you-like pizza restaurant. While Sheila 
ĐŽŶĚĞŵŶƐ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ?Ɛ Őreedy practices at the restaurant and alludes to their ample body 
shapes (presumably as evidence of their over-indulgent tendencies), she is keen to emphasise that 
her family really enjoy the salad option and only consume a small amount of pizza. Here then, Sheila 
ŝƐ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ĂŶĚ ĚŝƐƉůĂǇŝŶŐ ŚĞƌ ŽǁŶ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ?Ɛ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ďǇ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ŽĨ
another family. Emphasising their departure from what she perceives to be healthy eating serves to 
ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞ ŚĞƌ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ?Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ ďĂůĂŶĐĞĚ ĂƉƉƌŽĂĐŚ ƚŽ ĞĂƚŝng. Importantly, however, the authors also 
reflect on the relevance of the situated nature of the interview context within a broader context of 
widespread concern with rising levels of childhood obesity. They argue that narratives like Sheila 
must, therefoƌĞ ? ďĞ ƌĞŐĂƌĚĞĚ ĂƐ  ‘ŚĞŝŐŚƚĞŶĞĚ ĨŽƌŵƐ ŽĨ ĚŝƐƉůĂǇ ĂŶĚ ĂůƐŽ ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƐŶĂƉƐŚŽƚƐ ŝŶ
ƚŝŵĞ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ? ? 
 
Food, Eating and Everyday Family Life 
In her seminal work Feeding the Family, DeVault (1991) anticipates Morgan's (1996) 'family 
practices' approach as she argues that, rather than being about a collection of individuals, it is 
through everyday activities like eating together that families are constructed (p.15). Morgan 
correspondingly argues that exploring the everyday negotiations around food and eating is likely to 
reveal both 'the fluidity of contemporary family relations as well as the durability of some family 
practices and structures' (Jackson, 2009, p.5). In this way, exploring family food practices provides a 
way into understanding more about how both parents and children influence, contribute to and 
participate in 'doing' family. Such an approach can help us to move beyond what Curtis, Stapleton 
and James (2011) define as the 'hierarchical, unidirectional understanding of intergenerational 
relations' which they perceive to dominate the literature related to childhood obesity (p.429) and 
help to generate more nuanced understandings of the complexities of family food negotiations.  
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In relation to roles and subject positions, in their recent study with 11 and 12 year old children from 
socio-economically and ethnically diverse schools, James et al. (2009) found that mothers still do 
much of the family feeding. Despite claims that families are becoming more equal, mothers did the 
majority of the food shopping, preparation, and accommodating for differences in preferences. 
Although there were families in which fathers were more instrumental in contribution to feeding 
practices, in these families food cooked by fathers was presented as being somĞƚŚŝŶŐ ‘ĂďŝƚƐƉĞĐŝĂů ?
or else  ‘ŚĞůƉŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ? ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁŚĞŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ĂƌŽƐĞ ?Without exception, 
when asked who their favourite family cook was, all childreŶĐŽŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ? ‘ŵƵŵ ? ? 
/ŶƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƚŽĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶ ?ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ ?ƚŚĞƉŝĐture appears to be more complex within the 
social science literature than that presented in public health discourses. Within this, two main 
ĞǆƉůĂŶĂƚŝŽŶƐŚĂǀĞĞŵĞƌŐĞĚƚŽĂĐĐŽƵŶƚĨŽƌĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐŝŶĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚŝŽŶŝŶĞǀĞƌǇĚĂǇĨĂŵŝůǇ
food practices. &ŝƌƐƚ ? ƚŚĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ ƚŽ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ůŝŶŬĞĚ ƚŽ ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ?
socioeconomic background. Backett-Milburn et al., (2011) for example, in a study with young 
teenagers found very different views among what they defined as working class and middle class 
parents and teenagers with regards to teenagers' participation in family food practices. They took 
ƐŽĐŝĂůĐůĂƐƐƚŽŵĞĂŶ P   ‘ ?.. a hierarchical (and unequal) framework of relationships which arise from 
ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨ ůĂďŽƵƌ ? ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ ? ǁĞĂůƚŚĂŶĚ ŝŶĐŽŵĞ ?  ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? &Žƌ ƚŚĞ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞƐŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ
study, the authors used parental occupation as a proxy for social class. Working class parents 
described how their teenagers increasingly made their own food choices at home and often ate 
different food at a different time and place to their parents. In explaining these practices, they 
referred to limited food budgets and the importance of not wasting food. This resonates with 
Dobson's (1994) study which found that, in a bid to avoid waste, mothers on a low income provided 
food which they knew their children liked. Although in Backett-DŝůďƵƌŶĞƚĂů ? ?Ɛ(2011) study working 
class parents did talk about trying to provide healthy food at home, they reflected that teenagers' 
eating behaviours ranked low down in their 'hierarchy of worries' about teenage health-relevant 
behaviours including poor school performance, drugs and engaging in relationships with a 'bad 
crowd' (p.81).  
The middle class parents, in contrast, described the high priority they placed on 'moulding eating 
practices'. They described different strategies like controlling portion sizes, ensuring their children 
consumed an ample intake of fruit and vegetables by hiding them in soups or stews and actively 
supervising and regulating their teenagers' diets. In this way, eating practices were portrayed as a 
'family project' (Backett-Milburn et al., 2011, p.82). Both sets of parents, however, talked about the 
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increasing challenge of influencing children's food intake through the teenage years. In contrast to 
the differences in their parents' narratives, the teenagers from both working and middle class 
families thought that they had little control at home (mothers were portrayed as exerting the most 
control) and surprisingly ĨĞǁ ĂĚŵŝƚƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ  ‘ďĞŶĚ ƌƵůĞƐ ? Žƌ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ƉĂƌĞŶƚĂů ƉƌŽǀŝƐŝŽŶŝŶŐ ?
However, whereas the middle class teenagers generally approved of the food provided and prepared 
for themselves and the rest of the family, the working class teenagers talked more about preparing 
food themselves and their narratives indicated a greater autonomy with regards to where and what 
they ate, echoing other studies in which the most economically disadvantaged groups of children 
report the most freedom (Backett-Milburn et al., 2011). In Backett-DŝůďƵƌŶ Ğƚ Ăů ? ?Ɛ  ? ? ? ? ? ? study, 
then, socioĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƐŚŽǁŶ ƚŽ ďĞ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ ŝŶ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ?Ɛ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂtion in 
family food practices. 
In contrast to this emphasis on socioeconomic position, the extent to which children participate has 
also been linked to different configurations of child-adult relations within the family, which cut 
across families from diverse social backgrounds. James et al. (2009), also working with children from 
socioeconomically contrasting backgrounds, argue that different kinds of participation by children as 
ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ƌĞĨůĞĐƚ ƚŚĞ  ?ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŚŝĞƌĂƌĐŚŝĞƐ ? ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŶŐ in families, regardless of 
their socioeconomic background. They describe three families: those of Maisie, Roy and Gemma. In 
Maisie's family, children are perceived as having equal status to the adults and so their food 
preferences, along with those of their parents, are taken into account when preparing family meals. 
Although both parents are strict vegetarians, Maisie's mother is keen to clarify that both children 
understand that they can eat meat if they choose to do so. Further, both parents and also Maisie's 
brother help out with cooking and in this way the authors argue that 'family food practices appear to 
collapse the generational order' (James et al., 2009, p.40). In Roy's family, in contrast, all family 
members eat 'children's food' such as chips, burgers and pizza. The authors argue that this reflects 
 ?ĂŶ ŝŶĚƵůŐĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƉƌŽůŽŶŐĞĚ ĞŶĐŽƵƌĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ZŽǇ ?Ɛ  ?ĐŚŝůĚŶĞƐƐ ? ? ďǇ ŚŝƐ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝƐ
echoed in the fact that in Roy's family children are not expected to help out around the home. In 
Gemma's family, current food practices are shown to be the result of frequent arguments between 
adults and children as Gemma's mother describes how she now restricts what she cooks to the food 
that Gemma likes. The authors argue that Gemma therefore corresponds to Zeiher's (2001) 
identification of a child that has gained 'semi-independent status' (p.40). The very different family 
food practices adopted by each of these families, the authors argue, reflect the families' very 
different conceptualisations of children as family participants. These different understandings 
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promote different intergenerational relationships within families and therefore facilitate different 
levels of participation by children.  
Nourishing Bodies and Nourishing Relationships 
Although food consumption fulfils a basic human need, research has examined the meanings which 
become bound up with food preparation and food consumption. Punch and McIntosh consider the 
significance of  ‘ƐŝŵƉůĞ ĂĐƚƐ ? ĂŶĚ ƌŝƚƵĂůƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ĨŽŽĚ ƉƌĞƉĂƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƌĞĨůĐƚ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ
embedded and reflected within ƚŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ  ‘ĚŽŝŶŐ ? ĨŽŽĚ  ?WƵŶĐŚ ĂŶĚ DĐ/ŶƚŽƐŚ ?  ? ? ? ? ? Ɖ    ?
Furthermore, a number of authors have highlighted the importance of food practices in building and 
solidifying personal relationships (Knight, O'Connell & Brannen, 2015; Curtis et al., 2009). Within this 
ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚĨŽŽĚĂŶĚĨĞĞĚŝŶŐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ?DƵƌĐŽƚƚ ?ƐƚŚĞŽƌǇŽĨ ‘ĐĂƌŝŶŐ ?ŝƐƌĞĂůŝƐĞĚ ?ƐǁĞůůĂƐ
being a family practice where socialisation happens, food is a critical part of everyday living and 
essentially sustains life. Since parents are charged with feeding children, food can also become a 
contested issue among families, and one where children ?Ɛ ǀŝĞǁƐ ĂŶĚ ƉƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƚĂŬĞŶ
seriously. As James et al. (2009) show:  
Most of the time we try and fit into it so that people will like it. For example, last night 
there was onion gravy and we know that Billy likes not to have onions so you just scoop 
the gravy out without the onions. So we try and compromise wherever possible. 
(Mother in James et al., 2009, p44)  
Provisioning food to children, while sustaining and nurturing growing bodies, also takes on a 
symbolic meaning around the provision of psychological care and nurture (DeVault, 1991). In 
recognising the importance of food in developing and maintaining familial relationships, recent work 
has also explored the food practices and perspectives of children and young people living away from 
their families. Research by Dorrer et al., (2011) highlights the importance of food provisioning for 
young people living ŝŶ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛresidential units in Scotland. The authors suggest that in the 
absence of family, food can be used symbolically as a token of love and an offer of support and 
concern. In turn, care workers felt that relationships within the home became entwined and took on 
greater resemblance to familial relationships: 
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It feels more informal, it feels more relaxed. It feels like you ?re sharing with each other 
around the table. It feels like they are one big, happy family. (Care worker in Dorrer et 
al., 2011, p. 26) 
While the sharing and giving of food can become symbolic as an offer of care and concern, so too 
can it become implicit of rejection. Emond et al. ?Ɛ  ? ? ? ? ? ?work with children in residential care 
illustrates how food and feeding becomes the spotlight in which other tensions are played out and 
that food was used by young people as a means of displaying control when they felt that they had 
little else that they could change in their lives: 
Abbey had a really bad Saturday night  ?ƐŽƐŚĞǁĞŶƚƚŽŚĞƌƌŽŽŵ. And the next thing she 
ĂƐŬĞĚĨŽƌĂŐůĂƐƐŽĨũƵŝĐĞƐŽ/ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ‘ŽŚŐŽĂŶĚŐŝǀĞŚĞƌĂŐůĂƐƐŽĨũƵŝĐĞ ?ĂŶĚĐĂŵĞƵƉǁŝƚŚĂ
ŐůĂƐƐŽĨũƵŝĐĞĂŶĚƐŚĞƐĂŝĚ ? ‘ǇŽƵŚĂǀĞĨƌĞƐŚŽƌĂŶŐĞ ? ?/ƐĂǇƐŶŽ ? ?tĞůůǁŚĂƚŚĂǀĞǇŽƵŐŽƚ ? ?
tĞůů / ?ǀĞŐŽƚĚŝůƵƚŝŶŐďůĂĐŬĐƵƌƌĂŶƚ ?  ‘/ĚŽŶ ?ƚ ůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚ ? ?/ ?ǀĞŐŽƚĂƉƉůĞ ũƵŝĐĞ ?  ‘/ĚŽŶ ?ƚ ůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚ ? ?
tĞůů/ƐĂǇƐ ?/ ?ǀĞŐŽƚĚŝůƵƚŝŶŐŽƌĂŶŐĞ ? ‘/ĚŽŶ ?ƚůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚ ?/ĚŽŶ ƚůŝŬĞĨ ? ? ?ŝŶŐĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐǇŽƵ ?ǀĞŐŽƚ ?
ĂŶĚƐŚĞƚŚƌĞǁƚŚĞŐůĂƐƐĂƚŵĞĂŶĚũƵƐƚŵŝƐƐĞĚŵĞ ? ŝƚĚŝĚŶ ?ƚƌĞĂůůǇŵĂƚƚĞƌǁŚĂƚ /ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ
her up, she would have thrown a glass anyway, she was just so, so angry. (Care worker in 
Emond et al., 2013, p. 12) 
Research by James et al., (2009) and Fairbrother (2012) also found that food was a cause of tension 
within family relationships too, especially between parents and grandparents with regards to 
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐŚĞĂůƚŚĂŶĚĞĂƚŝŶŐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ?Curtis et al., 2009 and Knight et al., 2015 draw attention to 
parental concern that grandparents offered ŵŽƌĞ ‘ƚƌĞĂƚƐ ?ĂŶĚƐǁĞĞƚĨŽŽĚƐƚŚĂŶƉĂƌĞŶƚƐǁŽƵůĚlike 
(Curtis et al., 2009; Knight et al., 2015). Knight et al. (2015), for example, depict the tensions 
between mother and mother-in-law:  
 /ĚŽŶ ?ƚŬŶow what my mother-in-law gives them. She pops into the sweet shop quite a lot. 
tĞ ?ǀĞ ŚĂĚ Ă ĨĞǁ ĐŽŶǀĞƌƐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĂƚ ? ? ? ? / ĚŽŶ ?ƚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞŵ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ƐǁĞĞƚƐ ĞǀĞƌǇ ƚŝŵĞ
ƚŚĞǇ ?ƌĞĐŽůůĞĐƚĞĚ  ? ? ?ƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐĐĞƌƚĂŝŶƐǁĞĞƚƐ /ǁŽŶ ?ƚ ůĞƚƚŚĞŵŚĂǀĞ (mother, child aged eight, 
South European, two-parent family in Knight, et al., 2015). 
:ƵƐƚĂƐƉĂƌĞŶƚƐŝŶ<ŶŝŐŚƚĞƚĂů ? ?Ɛ ? ? ? ? ? ?ƐƚƵĚǇĨŽĐƵƐĞĚŝŶŽŶƚŚĞƵŶĚĞƐŝƌĂďŝůŝƚǇŽĨƐǁĞĞƚƐ ?ĂŶƵŵďĞƌŽĨ
authors have noted that particular types of food have been constructed in ways which define them 
as either  ‘ŐŽŽĚ ? Žƌ  ‘ďĂĚ ? ĨŽŽĚ ?  ‘'ŽŽĚ ? Žƌ  ‘ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ? Žƌ  ‘ƌĞĂů ? ĨŽĚ ŝƐ ĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚ ĂƐ  ‘ŶĂƚƵƌĂů ? Žƌ  ‘ĨƌĞƐŚ ?
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 ?ŚĂƌůĞƐĂŶĚ<Ğƌƌ ?  ? ? ? ? ? ?  ‘/ŵƉƌŽƉĞƌ ? ĨŽŽĚ ? ŝŶĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ ? ŝƐƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚĂƐƚŚĂƚǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞĚĂŶĚ
packaged, laden with sugar and/or salt, often portrayed as snack food such as sausage rolls, pizza, 
chips or sweets. Curtis et al. (2011a ?ĂƌŐƵĞƚŚĂƚǁŚŝůĞ ‘ƉƌŽƉĞƌ ?ĨŽŽĚŝƐĚĞƉŝĐƚĞĚĂƐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐǁŚŝĐŚ
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ƵŶůŝŬĞůǇ ƚŽ ĐŚŽŽƐĞ ƚŽ ĞĂƚ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ?  ‘ƐŶĂĐŬ ? ĨŽŽĚ ŝƐ ŽĨƚĞŶ ƐǇŶŽŶǇŵŽƵƐ ǁŝƚŚ
 ‘ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĨŽŽĚ ? ?/t is perhaps no coincidence that this food is food ǁŚŝĐŚŝƐĚĞĞŵĞĚƚŽďĞĂůƐŽ ‘ƚƌĞĂƚ ?
food, and considered unsuitable for everyday consumption:  
/ƚĞŶĚƚŽůŝŬĞǁĞ ?ǀĞŐŽƚĂůŝƚƚůĞďŽǇĐŽŵŝŶŐƚŽŵŽƌƌŽǁĂŶĚ/ƚĞŶĚƚŽĚŽŵŽƌĞĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇ
ĨŽŽĚǁŚĞŶƐŽŵĞďŽĚǇ ?ƐĐŽŵŝŶŐŽǀĞƌ ?ƵƚƚŚĞƌĞƐƚŽĨƚŚĞƚŝŵĞǁĞƚĞŶĚ to eat more sort of 
ĂĚƵůƚ ƚǇƉĞŵĞĂůƐďƵƚ ŝĨ ƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐĂ ĨƌŝĞŶĚĐŽŵŝŶŐŽǀĞƌ ƚŚĞŶ/ǁŝůů ƚƌǇĂŶĚŵĂŬĞ ŝƚĂďŝƚŵŽƌĞ
ĐŚŝůĚĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇ ?ŬŝŶĚŽĨůŝŬĞƐĂƵƐĂŐĞƐ ?ŵĂǇďĞƉŝǌǌĂŽƌƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŝĨƐŽŵĞďŽĚǇ ?ƐĐŽŵŝŶŐŽǀĞƌ
ƌĞĂůůǇǁŚĞƌĞĂƐǁĞĚŽŶ ?ƚƚĞŶĚ ?ǁĞ ?ǁĞƚĞŶĚƚŽĞĂƚŵŽƌĞ sort of like pasta bakes and lasagne 
ĂŶĚƐƚƵĨĨůŝŬĞƚŚĂƚ ?KƌĐŚŝůůŝƐĂŶĚƐƚƵĨĨŝĨŝƚ ?Ɛ ?Ƶƚ/ǁŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚ ?/ ?Ě ?ŝƚǁŽƵůĚĚĞƉĞŶĚŽŶƚŚĞĐŚŝůĚ
ƌĞĂůůǇďƵƚŝƚǁŽƵůĚďĞŵŽƌĞĐŚŝůĚĨƌŝĞŶĚůǇĨŽŽĚŝĨǁĞǁĞƌĞŚĂǀŝŶŐƐŽŵĞďŽĚǇŽǀĞƌ ?/ǁŽƵůĚďĞ
a lot more patient about ƚŚĂƚ ? ?/ǁŽƵůĚŶ ?ƚŝŵƉŽƐe like I would make my kids do.  ?DŽƚŚĞƌ ?Ɛ
quote from Curtis et al. 2011). 
However, research has also shown that value judgements about food are not just limited to parents. 
Children have something to say about the suitability of different foods and different amounts of 
foods. For example, in the study by Curtis et al. (2011), children, regardless of their socioeconomic 
background, were equally able to identify factors which made food unsuitable for everyday eating. 
ůŝĐŝĂĐŽŵƉĂƌĞƐ ‘food-as-it should-ďĞ ?ǁŝƚŚĨŽŽĚ ‘ŽƵƚŽĨĂƉĂĐŬĞƚ ? P 
iĨƐŽŵĞŽŶĞƉƵƚƐƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐŝŶĨƌŽŶƚŽĨŵĞƚŚĞŶ ?ĐĂƵƐĞďǇůŽŽŬŝŶŐĂƚŝƚǇŽƵĐĂŶƚĞůů ?/Ĩŝƚ ?ƐŽƵƚ
ŽĨĂƉĂĐŬĞƚŽƌŝĨŝƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞ ?ƉĂƵƐĞ ?ũƵƐƚŶŽƚ ?ƉĂƵƐĞ ?ƌŝŐŚƚ ĂŶĚ ? ? ? well you can, you can tell like if 
ŝƚ ?ƐůŝŬĞŵĂƐƐƉƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶĐĂŶ ?ƚǇŽƵďĞĐĂƵƐĞƚŚĞƌĞ ?ƐůŝŬĞĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐĂůǁĂǇƐůŽŽŬƐƚŚĞƐĂŵĞ ? ? ?
ĂŶĚ ? ? ?ǇŽƵŐŽƚŽŶĞĨƌŽŵƚŚĞƐŚŽƉĂŶĚũƵƐƚƉƵƚ ‘ĞŵďŽƚŚŝŶĂĐƵƉǇŽƵĐĂŶƚĞůůǁŚŝĐŚŽŶĞ ?Ɛ
ďĞƚƚĞƌ ĨŽƌǇŽƵďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ ?ƐŶŽƚŐŽƚĂůů ƚŚĞĐŽůŽƵƌŝŶŐƐ ŝŶĂŶĚĂůů ƚŚĞ  ‘Ğ ŶƵŵďĞƌƐ ?ĂŶĚƐƚƵĨĨ ? ?
(Young person in Curtis et al., 2011b, p71).  
Furthermore, as well as demonstrating their awareness of the healthiness of different foods and 
different amounts of foods, research by Fairbrother et al. (2012) show that children and young 
people are acutely aware of the parameters which are assigned to food and budget within their 
household. Fairbrother et al. (2012), working with nine and ten-year old children from 
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socioeconomically contrasting neighbourhoods in the North of England, found that children were 
acutely aware of their own family financial resources and how this impacted upon food purchases. 
DĂŶǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐĂĚǀĂŶƚĂŐĞĚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƚĂůŬĞĚ ĂďŽƵƚ  ‘ƐƚƌƵŐŐůŝŶŐ ? ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ĞŶĚƐ ŵĞĞƚ ? dŚĞǇ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ
balance the need to save money with a desire to eat healthily. Daniel, for example, explains that his 
ŵƵŵ ŚĂƐ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƚŚĞ  ‘ĐŚĞĂƉĞƐƚ ? ŐŽŽĚĞƐƚ ƐƚƵĨĨ ƐŚĞ ĐĂŶ ?  ?Ɖ ?  ? ? ? ? ŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ǁĞƌĞ ĂĐƵƚĞůǇ ĂǁĂƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ
parents were juggling competing demands for money (such as buying school uniforms and saving up 
for special occasions) and that money to spend on food was limited. The authors give the example of 
Rosalyn:  
Rosalyn:  zĞĂŚĂŶĚůŝŬĞ ?ŝĨǇŽƵ ?ǀĞďƌŽƵŐŚƚĞƌŵ ?ǁŚĂƚ ?ƐŝƚĐĂůůĞĚ ?ĂŶĂŵŽƵŶƚŽĨŵŽŶĞǇ ?tŚĂƚŝĨ
you like buy things and tŚĞŶǁŚĞŶǇŽƵŐĞƚƚŽƚŚĞƚŝůůƐŝƚ ?ƐƚŽŽŵƵĐŚĂŶĚǇŽƵƌĞĂůůǇŶĞĞĚŝƚůŝŬĞ
if you needed milk but you needed other things too and then like when you got to tills it 
ǁĞƌĞĞǆƉĞŶƐŝǀĞĂŶĚǇŽƵĚŝĚŶ ?ƚŚĂǀĞĞŶŽƵŐŚŵŽŶĞǇ ? 
Interviewer:  Yeah. Does it, has it ever happened to you or your family? 
Rosalyn:  zĞĂŚĂŶĚŝƚǁĂƐŶ ?ƚĨĂŝƌ ? ?A young person in Fairbrother et al., 2012, p.531).  
In contrast, although many of the socioeconomically advantaged children recognised that cost was 
an important factor for their parents, they realised that it did not constrain purchases. They thought 
their parents opted for healthy but good value products, including buying basic ingredients rather 
than ready-made food. They also thought quality took precedence for their parents. They definitely 
perceived a clear hierarchy of supermarkets in terms of expense, quality and target markets. They 
ĂůƐŽƌĞĨůĞĐƚĞĚƵƉŽŶƚŚĞŝƌƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞ ? ‘ǁĞ ?ƌĞƐŽůƵĐŬǇƚŽŐĞƚƚŚŝƐĨŽŽĚ ? ?Ɖ ? ? ? ? ? ? 
Children from both disadvantaged and advantaged areas proposed many strategies to facilitate 
eating healthily on a budget, some of which reflected what happened in their own families. They 
talked about choosing the supermarket or shopping day basĞĚŽŶĐŽƐƚĂŶĚƐƉĞĐŝĂůŽĨĨĞƌƐ ? ‘ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ
ǇŽƵƌŽǁŶ ? and buying local, seasonal produce. The reality, however, played out very differently in 
the two contexts. The more socioeconomically disadvantaged children referred to having to travel to 
the market for cheap fruit, shopping at a local shop where bills could be paid at a later date and even 
relying on leftovers from a nearby greengrocers where a family friend worked. They made frequent, 
spontaneous references to financial constraints and the importance of cost. In contrast, the more 
affluent children tended only to mention prices or budgets when asked. Children from both schools 
ƚŚĞŶĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞĚĂŶĂĐƵƚĞĂǁĂƌĞŶĞƐƐŽĨƚŚĞŝƌĨĂŵŝůǇ ?ƐĨŝŶĂŶĐŝĂůƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞƐĂŶĚŚŽǁƚŚŝƐŝŵƉĂĐƚĞĚ
upon everyday family food practices.  
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Conclusion 
 
This chapter has explored the complexity of everyday family food practices and the subject positions 
that adults and children occupy within everyday family life. Within this, food practices are 
negotiated and used as a means of building and constructing social relationships. The chapter has 
indicated how food provisioning becomes an important way of displaying care and concern, but can 
therefore also become a site of contestation. In this way, food becomes much more than a 
ŶƵƚƌŝƚŝŽŶĂů ƌĞƐŽƵƌĐĞ ĂŶĚ ŝŶƐƚĞĂĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ ďŽƵŶĚ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ  ‘ĚŽŝŶŐ ? ŽĨfamily. Within this 
framing, children have the potential to be active in everyday negotiations around food and, whereas 
health research has assumed that children are unable and unwilling to make sensible eating choices, 
this chapter instead shows that children are more aware of the healthiness of food than is generally 
assumed. The extent to which children are permitted, or wish, to participate in family food 
negotiations vary both between and within families. Therefore, the fact that campaigns such as 
ŚĂŶŐĞ ?>ŝĨĞĂƌĞŐĞĂƌĞĚĂƌŽƵŶĚƚŚĞƌŽůĞŽĨƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ?ƐŚĂƉŝŶŐŽĨĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĞĂƚŝŶŐƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ ?ŝƐŚĞůƉĨƵů
ŝŶƐŽŵĞǁĂǇ ?ŝƚƐŚŽƵůĚĂůƐŽďĞĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌĞĚƚŚĂƚĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĞĂƚŝŶŐpractices are always constrained by 
the provision which is made available to them. Children themselves have demonstrated their 
awareness of the impact of family finances on opportunities to eat healthily, for example, therefore 
it is important that public health interventions work cohesively with families to ensure that young 
people are supported and given access to appropriate foods to enable them to make healthy choices. 
 
In summary, this review has demonstrated that families are important but inherently complex sites 
for the delivery of health promotion geared towards reducing childhood obesity. Attention must be 
paid to the ways in which food is embedded within and negotiated across a complex network of 
intergenerational relationships, which is not conducive to simplistic health promotion messages. 
Children must be given guidance and education through which they can shape their own eating 
practices since young people are often active in selecting and consuming foods according to their 
own preferences. However, it is important to resist the responsibilisation of children and young 
people who do not manage their eating in a way that would be preferred by public health 
professionals. Young people should not be held accountable for the consequences of poor education, 
and inadequate access to  ‘healthǇ ?food items. As Morrow (1998) highlights, children are often 
acutely aware of the problematic nature of decision making within families (p.vii) and a nuanced 
view about the differences between participation and responsibility, sometimes preferring not to 
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take on the latter.  Tisdall and Punch (2012) also make a clear distinction between participation and 
responsibility and draw upon Hartas ?Ɛ  ? ? ? ? ? ? ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ that young people feel the pressure of 
responsibility keenly. WŝƚŚ ƚŚŝƐ ŝŶŵŝŶĚ ? ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌŐƵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ĂŐĞŶĐǇĂƐ Ă concept should be 
 ‘ĐŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƐĐƌƵƚŝŶŝƐĞĚ ? (Tisdall and Punch 2012, p.256). The challenge of tackling childhood 
obesity clearly brings the complex ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶŽĨĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?ƐĂŐĞŶĐǇ and their participation within family 
negotiations and decision-making into sharp relief. It is clear that different understandings of 
ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ?Ɛ ĂŐĞŶĐǇ  ?ĂŵŽŶŐ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƉƵďůŝĐ ŚĞĂůƚŚ ƉŽůŝĐǇ
discourse) promote different intergenerational relationships within families and therefore facilitate 
different levels of participation by children in everyday food practices.  
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